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ABSTRACT
Kang, Long Long. DMA. The University of Memphis. December, 2015. Pablo de
Sarasate and His Magic Flute Fantasy: A Performer’s Analysis and Performance Guide.
Major Professor: Dr. Janet K. Page.!
Pablo de Sarasate (1844-1908) was one of the most important violinists of the
nineteenth century, elevating the technical standards of violin playing to a new level. He
also composed some of today’s most popular virtuoso violin pieces, including
Zigeunerweisen and the Carmen Fantasy, which display a unique musical personality.
However, besides these few extremely popular pieces, the rest of his music has been
largely forgotten over the years. In particular, Sarasate composed several operatic
fantasies, which deserve to be heard by modern audiences. This project focuses on
Sarasate’s Magic Flute Fantasy, culminating in a performance guide drawing on
Sarasate’s artistry, in the context of modern violin playing.
A biography of Sarasate provides background to his compositions. Next is a study
of Sarasate’s performance style. Sarasate left some audio recordings of his playing, and
there are many accounts of his performances from contemporary listeners as well. This
paper includes information that can be taken from these two sources, while also looking
at the limitations of the sources. I use a computer application called Sonic Visualizer as a
tool to help me analyze the recordings and demonstrate the notable elements of Sarasate’s
performance style. Next, there is an examination of the Fantasy as a genre and an analysis
of Sarasate’s Magic Flute Fantasy.
Using these three bodies of information, this paper looks at how a modern
violinist can introduce the spirit of Sarasate’s personality into performances of his music,
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using specific examples from the Magic Flute Fantasy, in order to introduce more of
Sarasate’s music to today’s audiences.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
For as long as I can remember, Sarasate’s Zigeunerweisen has been a popular
recital piece, for both students and professional violinists. It contains brilliant passages
and virtuosic technical writing that effectively draw an audience’s interest and hold their
attention throughout a performance. The Carmen Fantasy, Sarasate’s other well-known
violin showpiece, contains even more advanced and difficult techniques and presents a
challenge for even an experienced violinist. I have always noticed the enthusiastic
applause that inevitably follows a performance of any of Sarasate’s compositions. There
are scintillating elements in his compositions that immediately grab the attention of an
audience, while presenting satisfying obstacles for the performers as well. Sarasate’s
music has charming melodies (often drawn from Spanish folk music or popular operas), a
wide range of emotions and characters, and impressive technical challenges, all combined
in a unique and memorable way. Sarasate’s compositions are also musically challenging.
The great violinist and pedagogue Leopold Auer once said: “Without exception all that
Sarasate has written calls for a perfected bow and finger technique, good taste and
elegance in phrasing, and keen sensibility for proper tone-color and tempo on the part of
the player if the effects which lie hidden in the music are to be adequately exploited.”1
In my opinion, the majority of Sarasate’s compositions have not received the
attention that they deserve. Other than Zigeunerweisen and the Carmen Fantasy, which
are played very frequently, people have almost forgotten that Sarasate wrote many other
salon pieces and operatic fantasies. One possible reason for this is that many musicians
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1

Leopold Auer,!Violin Master Works and Their Interpretation (New York: C. Fischer,
Inc., 1925), 158.
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and music-lovers have little idea about Sarasate as a person, including his biography and
the characteristics of his performing style. Many people are familiar with Bach, Mozart,
and Beethoven as historical figures, and I think this definitely helps them build
attachment to these composers’ music. Without that same connection to Sarasate, we
have forgotten most of his music, other than the few pieces that are most often
performed. However, this doesn’t mean that Sarasate’s music deserves to be forgotten.
I believe another reason for this neglect is that, in the past, it has been difficult to
obtain scores and parts for most of Sarasate’s music. For example, there are currently no
publishers in the United States for the music for his operatic fantasies, other than the
Carmen Fantasy. Fortunately, in 2008 the Music Sales Group of France published Pablo
de Sarasate: Fantasies de Concert. This book includes music for three of Sarasate’s less
commonly played operatic fantasies: the Romeo et Juliette Fantasy, Op. 5 and the Faust
Fantasy, Op. 13 (both based on operas by Gounod), and the Freischütz Fantasy, Op. 14
(on the opera by Weber). It also includes the well-known Carmen Fantasy, Op. 25.
Additionally, Sarasate’s Magic Flute Fantasy, Op. 54 is now available on the internet,
through the website of the International Music Score Library Project.
Another new resource for Sarasate’s music is a complete edition of Sarasate’s
compositions, recently compiled and edited by the Pamplona City Council and the
Regional Government of Navarre, Spain. This collection has two volumes of scores for
violin and piano, two volumes for violin and orchestra, and a fifth volume consisting of
the solo violin parts of the pieces contained in the other four volumes. This collection,
along with the other publications already mentioned, has dramatically increased the
accessibility of Sarasate’s compositions. It is also a sign that more people are taking
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another look at Sarasate and his contributions to the violin music in the nineteenth and
early twentieth century. I hope that more and more violinists and music lovers will
explore Sarasate’s music in the near future.
After I obtained the collection of Sarasate’s music, I noticed right away that
Sarasate wrote many operatic fantasies besides the Carmen Fantasy. In addition to the
four others I mentioned above, he also wrote fantasies on La Forza del Destino by Verdi,
La Dame Blanche by Boieldieu, Zampa by Hérold, Martha by Flotow, and Don Giovanni
by Mozart. I played through all of these fantasies, and discovered that many of them are
fun to play, and could have great potential to become popular concert pieces alongside
his better-known works. All of them have beautiful lyrical sections, as well as exciting
virtuosic passages, and they serve as effective showpieces for the violinist, while also
acting as previews for the operas on which they were based.
This type of fantasy was a popular genre during the nineteenth century. Many
composers liked to compose virtuosic pieces based on a particular theme, or group of
themes, taken from folk songs or operas.2 Sarasate’s operatic fantasies come out of this
tradition of nineteenth-century fantasies, so I will examine and discuss this genre in this
document as well. These fantasies formed a large portion of Sarasate’s repertoire, so we
may learn a great deal about Sarasate’s music by exploring how this type of piece
functioned at the time, and why it was so popular.
Although today most people think of Sarasate first as a composer of violin music,
he was a very famous virtuoso violinist in his time. He began his career playing salon
music and operatic fantasies, but later on he also played masterworks from the standard
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Grove Music Online, s.v. “Fantasia (3. 19th and 20th Centuries),” by William Drabkin,
accessed September 1, 2011, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.
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repertoire (such as the violin concertos of Beethoven and Mendelssohn), as well as a
large number of pieces written for him by some of the leading composers of the day. His
concerts took him all over the world—he played all over Europe, and even in North and
South America. Sarasate stretched the limits of violin playing, with some suggesting that
he was the best violinist after Niccolò Paganini. The great Belgian violinist Eugene
Ysaÿe remarked to Carl Flesch that “it is Sarasate who taught us to play exactly.”3 In
Flesch’s opinion, Sarasate was one of the greatest and most individual figures of the
nineteenth century, because his demand for purity of intonation and tone raised the
technical level of violin playing greatly.4 Sarasate’s style of playing had a great influence
on the generations of violinists that followed him, and even today we can credit some
elements of modern violin playing to his influence. In addition, his compositions are an
incomparable part of the violin repertoire, and represent a reflection of his character and
personality.
While most violinists today know at least some of Sarasate’s music, many do not
know that he was one of the first virtuoso violinists to make gramophone recordings at
the beginning of the twentieth century. Beyond that, even fewer violinists have had a
chance to listen to these recordings, which were made in 1904. Sarasate recorded nine
pieces of music that we know of. These include seven of his own compositions
(Zigeunerweisen, Capriccio Vasco, Capriccio Jota, Tarantella, Miramar, Habanera, and
Zapateado) and two pieces by other composers (a Nocturne by Chopin, and the Prelude
of J.S. Bach’s Partita in E Major). While the sound quality on these early recordings is
obviously far from perfect by modern standards (there is a large amount of extra noise,
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Flesch, The Memoirs of Carl Flesch (New York: Da Capo Press, 1979), 38.
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and it can be challenging to make out some details of the playing), one can still hear the
spirit of Sarasate’s playing, along with elements of his technique. This valuable resource,
in combination with the numerous contemporary accounts of Sarasate’s playing that are
available to us, helps to give us a good idea of what kind of a musician he was, and how
his musical personality contributed to the style of his compositions. Because many of his
compositions, including several of the ones that he recorded, contain elements of
traditional Spanish music, we can also see how Sarasate’s music was influenced by the
country where he was born.
I will use Sarasate’s historical recordings as resource material for a performance
guide to the Magic Flute Fantasy. In addition to historical written accounts and my own
impressions of Sarasate’s recordings, I will also use Sonic Visualizer 2.4.1 as a tool to
help me analyze the recordings and demonstrate the notable elements of Sarasate’s
performance style. Sonic Visualizer is a computer application that was developed by
Chris Cannam of the Centre for Digital Music at Queen Mary University of London.
With this application, I can view and analyze the contents of music audio files, allowing
me to graph the pitch, tempo, dynamics, portamento, and vibrato that Sarasate utilized in
his performance. This provides an objective description of many musical elements, which
would otherwise be subject to personal taste and the imperfections of our observations.
I have always been interested in the violin music of Pablo Sarasate, and
discovering his lesser-known compositions has shown me that there is potential to
explore many new facets of his repertoire. In order to help violinists today (and in the
future) discover more of Sarasate’s wonderful music, I will examine his life story to see
how it relates to his music. I will use historical accounts of his playing, along with his
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recordings, to gain a better understanding of Sarasate as a performing musician. I will
also offer a historical perspective on some of Sarasate’s music by fitting his operatic
fantasies into the context of that genre and its place in the nineteenth century. Finally,
using all of these resources, I will present a performance guide to his Magic Flute
Fantasy, demonstrating how all of these elements can point toward new ways of
performing Sarasate’s music, hopefully bringing it to wider audiences in the future.
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CHAPTER 2
BIOGRAPHY
Although Sarasate is well known today for his popular virtuosic compositions for
the violin, many people are unfamiliar with the details of his life. During his lifetime, he
became one of the world’s leading performers, performing on several continents as a
renowned master of his instrument. In trying to discover new perspectives for performing
his music, it is important for us to consider Sarasate’s personal history, alongside his
performance style, as well as the functions that different types of composition served in
his repertoire.
Sarasate was born on March 10, 1844, in Pamplona, in the Navarra region of
Spain.1 His birth name was Martin Meliton Sarasate y Navascues, although eventually he
would be known throughout the world simply as Pablo de Sarasate. He received his
earliest musical training from his father, Miguel Sarasate, who was the bandmaster of a
regimental band of the city garrison of Pamplona,2 and also an amateur violinist.3 The
family later moved to La Coruña, where Sarasate studied with José Courtier, a musician
at the cathedral, and later with the local theater orchestra concertmaster, Blas Alvarez.

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1

Unless otherwise specified, all biographical information is taken from the Grove Music
Online, “Sarasate, Pablo de,” by Boris Schwarz and Robin Stowell, accessed August 11, 2011,
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.
2

Zdenko Silvela, A New History of Violin Playing: The Vibrato and Lambert Massart’s
Revolutionary Discovery (USA: Universal Publishers, 2001), 197.
3

Grange Woolley, “Pablo de Sarasate: His Historical Significance,” Music and Letters
36, no. 3 (1955): 237, accessed August 16, 2012, http://www.jstor.org.
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During this time, his family recognized his great potential and did what they could to
encourage his progress.4
After a successful debut performance in La Coruña in 1852, Sarasate earned the
support of Condesa Espoz y Mina, who decided to provide him with an annual stipend of
2,000 reales, for the purpose of furthering his studies. This allowed him to move to
Madrid, where he studied with Spain’s foremost violin teacher, Don Rodriguez Sáez, and
also gained favor with the Spanish royal family.5 In 1856, Sarasate continued his studies
in Paris. Queen Isabel II of Spain gave him a further stipend.6 There is a popular notion
that the Queen also presented him with a Stradivarius violin.7 According to Jean Cocteau,
in his Portraits-Souvenir, Sarasate had played quartets with Cocteau’s grandfather, and
he would often proudly display a tiny golden violin that the Queen of Spain had given
him.8 Perhaps this is one explanation for the story of the Queen presenting Sarasate with
the Stradivarius violin.
On his way to France, Sarasate performed successful concerts in his hometown of
Pamplona, and also in San Sebastian. He was accompanied by his mother, Francisca
Javiera Navascués. During this trip, she passed away in Bayonne, leaving the elevenyear-old Sarasate in a difficult and uncertain situation. There is some confusion over the
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4

Silvela, New History, 197.

5

Victor Chapin, The Violin and Its Masters (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott Company,
1969), 164.
6

Silvela, New History, 197-98.

7

David Ewen, ed., Great Composers, 1300-1900: A Biographical and Critical Guide
(New York: H.W. Wilson, 1966), 327.
8
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Joseph Szigeti, Szigeti on the Violin (New York: F. A. Praeger, 1970), 170.
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cause of her death, with some sources reporting that she suffered a heart attack,9 but most
blaming a cholera epidemic that swept the region during that time. The Spanish consul in
Bayonne, Ignacio Garcia Echeverria, was a banker, who was, like Sarasate, originally
from Pamplona. He was contacted by the owners of the boarding house where Sarasate
and his mother had been staying, and he took a personal interest in Sarasate’s safety and
future, maybe because of their common city of birth. He got in touch with the regional
committee of Pamplona to request an additional stipend, and also contacted an old
acquaintance, Jean Delphin Alard, professor at the Paris Conservatory, who was
originally from Bayonne.10
With the help of Alard and Echeverria, Sarasate found a new home with
Théodore Lassabathie, who was the administrative director of the conservatory. He and
his wife had no children of their own, but they took Sarasate into their home almost like
an adopted child. Although Alard was at first skeptical of Sarasate, who came from an
uncertain musical background and from a part of Europe that was not famous for its
musicians, he soon realized the exceptional quality of his new student and knew that
there was very little he could teach him that he did not already know.11 In 1857, after
having been a student at the conservatory for only one year, Sarasate was awarded the
premier prix in violin and solfège, and in 1859 he received a prize for harmony.12 After
this point, Sarasate’s career as a professional violinist took off, and he became a popular
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9
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Woolley, “Pablo de Sarasate,” 238.
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Silvela, New History, 198.
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Ibid.

12

Grove Music Online, “Sarasate, Pablo de.”
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performer throughout the fashionable salons of Paris, including at the salon of SaintSaëns.13
The repertoire that Sarasate would primarily have played in salons during this
period was focused on short pieces (many of which had a Spanish flavor) and variations
on themes on popular operas.14 These operatic fantasies were a popular and effective way
for performers of that time to show off their abilities and performing styles, while at the
same time incorporating the opera music that audiences loved. Spending so much time in
Paris eventually led to the perception by many people that Sarasate was more of a French
musician than a Spanish one. Sarasate’s father, in particular, thought that his son should
return to Spain to continue his career, and it caused a long-lasting fight between the two
men when Sarasate decided to stay in Paris. However, it would have been extremely
difficult for such a great artist as Sarasate to make his career in his home country, so far
from the major musical centers of Europe.15 And, while some Spaniards may have
resented Sarasate’s decision to stay in France, he was always beloved by the people of
Pamplona, and was warmly welcomed back whenever he returned home.16
In 1861, Lassabathie and Echeverria decided that it would be beneficial for
Sarasate to visit Spain, in order to perform some concerts, and also to visit his father.
During his time back in his home country, he played again for Queen Isabel II, who

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
13

Camille Saint-Saëns, Outspoken Essays on Music (Freeport, NY: Books for Libraries
Press, 1969), 114.
14

Henry Lahee, Famous Violinists of To-day and Yesterday (Boston: L. C. Page, 1899),

15

Woolley, “Pablo de Sarasate,” 240.

16

Silvela, New History, 199.
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awarded him the honor of the cross of Carlos III.17 This honor, already the highest
national recognition that someone could receive for service to Spain, was made even
more remarkable by the fact that Sarasate was only seventeen at the time. After this trip,
Sarasate began his life as an internationally touring soloist, although he would continue to
keep his home in Paris.
In that same year, Sarasate visited London for the first time. However, because
the young violinist was still relatively unknown by London audiences at that time, there
were very few reports from contemporary sources about the performances he undertook.
As a result, we do not know much about his first English tour, including what music he
might have performed, or what the local audiences thought of him. That year Sarasate
also travelled to North and South America for the first time, visiting the cities of New
York and Boston, and also Chile, Peru, Brazil, and Argentina.18
These first few years of the 1860s saw the beginning of a change in the type of
repertoire that Sarasate was playing in his performances, possibly because of the growing
prestige of his touring career. Rather than focusing on his own compositions, he began to
incorporate serious music by some of the great composers of the time, who were inspired
by Sarasate’s playing to write some of their best music.19 Many of the pieces written for
Sarasate during this time remain some of the most popular violin pieces even today.
Some of the earliest of these pieces were the Violin Concerto No. 2 by the great Polish
violinist Henryk Wieniawski and the Introduction and Rondo Capriccioso by Camille
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Chapin, The Violin, 165.
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Woolley, “Pablo de Sarasate,” 248.
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Saint-Saëns. These early pieces were followed by many more, including Edouard Lalo’s
Concerto in F Major and Symphony Espanole, Saint-Saëns’ Concerto in A Major, and
Max Bruch’s Scottish Fantasy, all of which are still very popular concert pieces for
professional and student violinists.
Up to this point, Sarasate seemed to be intentionally avoiding the great
masterworks of previous generations in his performance repertoire. However, by the mid
1870s, he started performing more of the established repertoire.20 The fact that it took so
long to incorporate these classics into his repertoire could be related to several factors.
One is the audience’s preference during that time period: audiences wanted to hear the
latest music and still expected performers to play their own compositions. In fact, many
of the great performers of the nineteenth century are also remembered for their
compositions for their own instruments, which would have made up some part of their
performing repertoire. Paganini, Chopin, Wieniawski, and Robert Schumann all come to
mind.
Another reason is that Sarasate may have felt that he could be more effective
performing his own music, rather than the classic masterworks. He was having great
success with his operatic fantasies and Spanish-style pieces which gave him a chance to
present something unique, even exotic, to audiences who weren t familiar with that kind
of music.21 Additionally, since there were contemporary soloists who were known
primarily for performing the core repertoire (especially Sarasate’s contemporary, Joseph
Joachim), Sarasate may have felt reluctant to have his performances compared to those
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Lahee, Famous Violinists, 227-28.
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Chapin, The Violin, 165.
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artists22 when he could instead make a new path performing with his own music, along
with the music that others were writing for him.
Interestingly, even as Sarasate incorporated other composers’ new works and the
established classics into his performance repertoire through the years, he continued to
compose his own short virtuoso pieces and operatic fantasies. In fact, some of his most
popular pieces today, such as Zigeunerweisen and the Carmen Fantasy, were composed
during the middle of his career. His last published work, from 1908, was the Magic Flute
Fantasy. This demonstrates how much audiences loved hearing Sarasate perform his own
music, and how much joy he took from showing off his creative composing ability in new
ways.
After avoiding that country for a surprisingly long time, Sarasate undertook his
first concert tour to Germany in 1876.23 There was still tension between France and
Germany, from recent military conflicts, which may have been the cause of some of his
reluctance. However, he was won over by the idea that he could secure his global
reputation by impressing audiences and critics in Germany, and could also at the same
time promote contemporary French music to new audiences.24
The tour did not start well, with audiences and critics largely indifferent to
Sarasate’s performances. After some early negative reviews from the German press,
Sarasate was tempted to abandon the tour as a failure. However, he continued the tour
and finally won over the German people with a performance in Leipzig with the
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

!

22

Grove Music Online, “Sarasate, Pablo de.”

23

Chapin, The Violin, 166.

24

Woolley, “Pablo de Sarasate,” 246.

13

Gewandhaus Orchestra.25 Sarasate performed Lalo’s Symphony Espanole and SaintSaëns’ A Major Violin Concerto. While Sarasate’s playing in these pieces was praised by
critics, they were not convinced of the quality of his repertoire, especially the Symphony
Espanole by Lalo. However, he would eventually do much to advocate for French music
in Germany, and became respected as a performer of the German masterworks as well.26
After his success in Germany, Sarasate visited Russia several times, first as a
guest of the Russian Musical Society. He made such a great impression during his first
performance that tickets to his subsequent performances were very difficult to obtain. In
response to this popularity, the Imperial Theaters in St. Petersburg hired Sarasate to play
during intermissions at the opera. This was also done as a favor to the upper classes of the
city, who were more likely to attend the opera than instrumental concerts. It was a great
chance for them to hear Sarasate’s performance. During his staying in Russia, Sarasate
enjoyed socializing with great musicians of the time such as the cellist Davidoff and the
violinist Wieniawski.27
In 1877, Sarasate met the German pianist Otto Goldschmidt on a train to
Frankfurt.28 The two became friends, and would often perform together. In addition,
while Sarasate had up to this point mainly ignored the commercial aspect of his career,
Goldschmidt began acting as his artistic agent, helping to ensure that Sarasate’s financial
success matched the growth of his artistic reputation. As a result of this intervention,
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Sarasate was to be financially secure for the rest of his life, maintaining a large apartment
in Paris, and a coastal villa in Biarritz.29 Goldschmidt was just one of a large list of artists
in Sarasate’s close circle, including the artist James Whistler (who painted a famous
portrait of Sarasate and decorated his Paris apartment), Bizet, Saint-Saëns, Lalo,
Massenet, and Franck.30
Sarasate had an enormous impact on music around the world. In addition to
inspiring the composition of some of the greatest nineteenth-century violin pieces, he was
also part of a movement in France to elevate the importance of instrumental music, which
had previously been less popular than vocal music and opera. One of the great figures in
this movement was Jules Pasdeloup, who founded a concert series called the Concerts
Populaires, in order to introduce German music to French audiences and to inspire the
creation of new French instrumental music. These concerts also helped to refocus
audiences’ attention on repertoire, rather than just the personality of the performers.31
Sarasate was also one of the first violinists to make recordings, which helped to pass his
style of playing to further generations of musicians, and contributed to the growth of the
early recording industry.
Every year, Sarasate returned to his hometown Pamplona for the festival of San
Fermin. He was always welcomed back as a favorite son. After Sarasate’s last
performance in Pamplona, in 1908, the mayor awarded him the Great Cross of Alfonso
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XII.32 That same year, on September 20, Sarasate died at his home in Biarritz, of chronic
bronchitis. He left his two Stradivarius violins to the conservatories of Madrid and
Paris.33
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CHAPTER 3
SARASATE AS PERFORMER
Whenever musicians interpret a piece of music, they will at least briefly consider
the history of a piece and use the information to help them. For instance, the historical
period of the piece, what function the piece would have had, and the evolution of
different styles of performance practice, will give the performer a basic idea of where to
start in forming an interpretation. When we are dealing with a piece of music written by a
performing musician, there is another level of information to consider. Why did the
composer write this piece, or this type of piece? What were the notable elements of the
composer’s performance style? Did the composer have any particular technical strengths
or weaknesses on his or her own instrument that influenced the way he or she composed?
Answering these and other historical questions may give today’s performer a deeper
understanding of the composer’s intent, and may also point to new directions in how to
interpret the composer’s music.
In the case of Pablo de Sarasate, we have some valuable tools to help us answer
these questions. We have many accounts from Sarasate’s lifetime, or soon after, of
Sarasate’s actual performances. Through accounts of his contemporaries, as well as
newspaper articles and concert reviews, we can get an idea of what music Sarasate
played, and how his performances were perceived at the time. Also, unlike many of the
composers and performers of the past, we are fortunate that Sarasate lived into the
beginning of the era of recorded music, and made several recordings, which have
survived to this day. With these resources, we can learn a great deal about how Sarasate
performed, but we must also take into account the limitations of both contemporary
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accounts and sound recordings, in order to get the most accurate picture. However, once
we get a better picture of Sarasate’s music in the context of his personal history, we will
be better equipped as performers to bring new life to Sarasate’s music.
Historical Reports
During Sarasate’s lifetime, he was one of the world’s most famous musicians. As
a result, we have many specific accounts of his performances from people who were
there. From these accounts we can paint a picture of Sarasate’s playing as, in general,
graceful, charming, polished, brilliant, and technically masterful. Sarasate’s obituary
quotes Gustave Chouquet, who says “He sings on his instrument with taste and
expression, and without that exaggeration or affectation of sentiment which disfigures the
playing of many violinists.”1 The Viennese music critic Eduard Hanslick said “His tone is
incomparable, not overpowering or deeply affecting, but of enchanting sweetness. The
infallible correctness of the player contributes greatly to the enjoyment.”2
Some not entirely positive comments also help in shaping our picture of the artist.
Following his 1874 performance in London, the Musical Times described his tone as
“agreeable, but somewhat thin.”3 Furthermore, he was generally regarded as playing the
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masterworks of the violin repertoire “with his characteristic brio and refinement but not it
was said, with any great profundity.”4
While these accounts begin to give us some sense of Sarasate’s playing,
impressions of other violinists provide more detailed information. The great violinist and
pedagogue Carl Flesch had a good deal to say about Sarasate, both in his autobiography,
and in his Art of Violin Playing. Flesch recalls seeing the older violinist play in person
and noticing that his bow never came close to the bridge, which would account for the
sweetness (or even thinness) of tone that others had noted.5 We also learn from Flesch
that Sarasate used very light finger pressure6 and that he avoided continuous vibrato.7
Beyond this, Flesch also credits Sarasate with playing with such technical precision that
he raised the standards for future generations of violinist. Flesch quotes Ysaÿe as saying
“It is he who taught us to play exactly.”8
Apparently, Sarasate valued an easy, effortless quality in his playing. In addition
to his Stradivarius violins, he owned a violin by the contemporary French violin maker
Gand, awarded to him by the Paris Conservatory along with his premier prix. It was said
that Sarasate would often practice on his Gand violin, which was more difficult to play
than his Stradivarius, so that when he went back to his normal instrument to perform,
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everything would feel easier.9 This is probably because the Stradivarius violin was much
more responsive and resonant than the Gand violin. The composer Alexander MacKenzie
praised Sarasate’s playing for its natural ease and grace, without self-consciousness or
affectation, for his intuitive sense of music, and for his seamless bow changes.
MacKenzie recounted that the violinist did not spend much time practicing his instrument
and mocked other musicians who needed to work hard to play at their professional
level.10
Sarasate was also fond of theatrical effects and incorporated them into his
performances as another way of captivating his audience. For example, before beginning
a performance, he would appear to be on the verge of starting a piece, but would
suddenly lower his violin, and raise his monocle to look out over the audience, before
actually starting to play. He was also fond of pretending to drop his violin, catching it at
the last moment before it would hit the ground.11 Whether intentional or not, Sarasate had
a very detached manner while playing in public. He would present a contradictory image
to audiences, playing with a straight face even when performing emotionally intense
music.12 All together, these elements gave audiences the impression of Sarasate’s
greatness, even before he began to play. According to Arthur Pougin:
When one saw this little well-set man—with elegant figure, black eyes, and
abundant, flowing hair holding in one hand both his fiddle and bow—advance to
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the platform, greet his public with great simplicity and without timidity, then
place his instrument under his chin and prepare to launch upon his solo in his
irreproachably correct position, … one instantly felt that one was in the presence
of a veritable artist.13
We get a clear impression from all of these accounts that Sarasate, both in terms
of his playing and his non-musical presentation, was first and foremost a great
entertainer. Between the flair of his presentation, and the charm and brilliance of his
playing, he certainly captivated audiences, and left the impression of a distinctive
personality. Even the great composer Saint-Saëns recalled the “brilliant effect” that
Sarasate had when performing at his parties, saying: “This was so markedly the case that
for several years afterwards no violinists could be prevailed upon to perform at my house,
so terrified were they at the idea of inviting comparison.”14
Now we have a good idea of how Sarasate was regarded by his contemporaries,
including some of the foremost composers, performers, and critics of the time. But, even
though we have no shortage of adjectives to describe the great violinist’s playing, and we
have many accounts of the impression of the artist as a whole, these are not very helpful
in recreating his style of playing unless we first understand how violin playing has
changed from Sarasate’s time to our own, put historical accounts into proper context, and
consider the biases, assumptions, and limitations of these accounts.
In terms of the individual recollections of Sarasate’s contemporaries, it is of
course wise at least to consider the sources of the opinions that we are studying. After all,
any written remarks that we examine are the works of human beings, who are capable of
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error, prejudice, and deception. For example, when we take reviews from Sarasate’s
performances in London, or from Hanslick, the Viennese critic, we may see that regional
tastes and biases come into play. Or, in the case of fellow musicians, we might worry that
a competitive spirit might cause a musician to write unfairly negative things about
Sarasate’s playing. However, we have such a consistent picture across all sources that on
matters such as his tone quality, preference for quick tempos, technical fluidity on the
instrument, somewhat detached manner of performance, and tendency towards charm
over profundity, we can be fairly sure of the reliability of the information. Furthermore,
we have recollections from great violinists like Flesch and Auer and composers such as
Saint-Saëns and MacKenzie, whom we can rely on to have a broad and deep knowledge
of Sarasate and his music.
Nineteenth-Century Violin Style
Even if we look at the recent past, and look for general trends in violin playing,
it’s obvious that taste and style change over time. Over the last hundred years, we can
trace those changes fairly easily by listening to recordings. If we listen to a violinist from
1915, 1965, and 2015, we can easily see a number of differences in the approach to
music-making. So, if we look back further, into the nineteenth century, to violinists such
as Spohr, Kreutzer, Rode, Dont, among others, we can only assume that musical tastes
would be quite different from those of today. In terms of violin playing, it is generally
agreed that there were two major schools of violin playing: the German school (including
Sarasate’s great rival, Joachim) and the Franco-Belgian school (including Sarasate
himself). Although it’s likely that the differences between these two schools are often
overstated, the German school was known for serious music making—putting the
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integrity of the musical text above superficial displays of virtuosity—while the FrancoBelgian school was known for virtuosity, style, and elegance.15 As we have already heard
from some of Sarasate’s contemporaries, he fits very clearly into that description.
During the twentieth century, the general trend was for musical interpretations to
become more homogenous, controlled, and even. There are several specific elements of
violin playing that evolved over time to contribute to this overall change, concerning the
fundamental approach to musicality, the setup of the violin, treatment of tempo and
rhythm, and tone production. Examining some of these changes will begin to help us
understand the musical world that Sarasate belonged to.
The ideal of the nineteenth century was for violin playing to be closely related to
the human voice. A musician learning a passage of music might be encouraged to find a
passage of poetry or folksong that matches the rhythm of the music that he or she was
studying.16 By reciting that poetry, it was thought that the musician would get a better
grasp on how to shape the music.17 The French composer de Bériot said: “We cannot
repeat too often that the performer will not be perfect until he can reproduce the accents
of song.”18 And Carl Flesch advised: “The larynx is innocent of bad habits in a violinistic
sense, and its direct connection with the consciousness, without the intermediary of any
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foreign object, in itself guarantees a more frictionless passage from the desire for art to
the practice of art.”19
Several technical aspects of violin playing in the nineteenth century were in large
part derived from this vocal ideal. At the most fundamental level, this ideal encouraged a
greater differentiation between notes (some of which are more important than others) and
between emotional characters within the music. Rhythmically, this was accomplished
through agogic accents, or the slight lengthening of a more important note. The uneven
rhythm that results from these accents would probably be seen as sloppy in a performer
today, but it was part of an attempt to more closely mirror the rhythm of human speech
(or song).20 Another aspect of this rhythmic approach was a greater flexibility of tempo.
As a passage became more emotionally intense, a player would accelerate, and then slow
down as the tension released. Because of this greater freedom, it would not be seen as a
negative quality for an accompaniment to stay steady, while the solo line took freedom
with rubato. A performer might also take greater liberties with dotted rhythms to make
them seem more “human,” rather than insisting on precision.21 All of these are also habits
that would seem sloppy to modern ears.
One characteristic that separates the style of one violinist from another is the use
of portamento. While there is always a good deal of difference, even between musicians
of the same era, the use of portamento was generally more frequent during the nineteenth
century than it is today. This was yet another area in which violinists were attempting to
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emulate singers. Just as a singer might slide between two syllables of one word, a
violinist would make a similar slide between two pitches on the same bow. The exact
type and degree of noticeable portamento would be left to the discretion of each
musician, but it was considered one of the main tools for expression for string players of
the time.22
A violinist would largely play with straight tone, adding vibrato when the
character of the music called for it, for example, when the music became agitated or
impassioned.23 Violinists of the time believed that this was another way to emulate the
human voice.24 While today the use of vibrato is one of the primary characteristics that
differentiates the tone quality of different artists, in Sarasate’s time, other elements of
violin playing (including phrasing and rhythmic interpretation) created more of a
difference between players.25
The final element of violin playing that would have made an artist like Sarasate
sound very different from the violinists of today is the use of gut strings. This was also
one of the first changes to occur (along with an increased use of vibrato) to start the
transition to what we think of as modern violin sound. Towards the end of the nineteenth
century, steel E strings began to be available.26 They were valued mainly for their
increased reliability, since gut E strings were very prone to unpredictable breakage. In the
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early twentieth century, the other strings began to be available as steel strings as well. In
addition to better reliability, steel strings offered more resonance, and were able to
withstand more powerful bow technique, which was gaining prominence in the twentieth
century. Although there were some traditionalists who thought that gut strings were still
preferable for greater flexibility, suppleness, and range of tone colors, most violinists saw
the trade-off of power and reliability as a favorable bargain.27
Two of the violinists that were most responsible for transitioning from
nineteenth-century style to modern style were Eugene Ysaÿe and Fritz Kreisler. Ysaÿe, a
Belgian violinist, came from the same lineage as Sarasate, and generally it seems that the
Franco-Belgian school had more influence at the beginning of the twentieth century than
the German school.28 Ysaÿe’s playing was seen as an ideal synthesis, combining the
beauty of sound and technical fluency of Sarasate with the musical integrity and
emotional intensity of Joachim.29 In terms of the progression of violin-playing style,
Ysaÿe’s playing was marked by a bigger sound than his predecessors, and a more
constant use of vibrato.30 Carl Flesch, writing in 1924, noted that the masters of previous
generations did not use constant vibrato. However, while still recommending against the
practice, he admitted that almost everyone of the present day did in fact use constant
vibrato. He saw this as a symptom of a culture that elevated pleasure-seeking over
introspection, and predicted that the overuse of vibrato would eventually cause all
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violinists to sound too similar to each other, at which point violinists would return to a
more restrained approach.31
Kreisler built on the changes that Ysaÿe had already brought, bringing an even
larger tone, and more intense, continuous vibrato. Also, while Ysaÿe still employed a
mostly nineteenth century approach to rubato and portamento, Kreisler was more
restrained with both, causing him to sound much more modern to our ears.32 After
Kreisler, subsequent generations almost universally move away from the old nineteenth
century practices, and thanks to recordings, we can hear much of how that transition took
place, through violinists like Jacques Thibaud, Jascha Heifetz, Yehudi Menuhin, and
Nathan Milstein.
For the modern violinist who wishes to recreate the style of the nineteenth
century, there are several obstacles to overcome. First of all, if one incorporates the
rhythmic freedom of tempo rubato and agogic accents, the playing comes across as
sloppy and imprecise to modern audiences. Second, our modern violins, strung with steel
strings, make portamento sound much more pronounced than it would on gut strings, so it
would be difficult to emulate the approach of nineteenth century masters without the
portamento coming across as too prominent.33 However, it seems worthwhile to attempt
to overcome these obstacles, or at least to consider the history of violin technique when
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forming an interpretation. After all, there is no reason to assume that the musical style of
our time, because it is what we are familiar with, is better than any other style.34
Sarasate’s Recordings
Thankfully, we don’t have to base our impression of Sarasate’s playing only on
historical reports and an examination of the evolution of violin playing. Even though
these are important pieces of information, we are lucky also to have actual recordings of
Sarasate’s playing. As with historical accounts, there are issues that we must consider
when examining these recordings, which were made in the early part of the twentieth
century. However, they definitely provide a valuable resource for discovering details of
Sarasate’s playing in a way that written documents can’t match. This makes it a big
difference from the way we would study performers from even a few years earlier than
Sarasate who didn’t live long enough to enter the age of recorded music.
One of our main areas of interest when we listen to Sarasate’s recordings is how
they confirm or contradict the impression of his playing that we have gained up to this
point. We can compare the historical accounts with the recorded performances for
elements such as tone, vibrato, musical character, tempo choices, etc. We can even add
evidence of the differences between Sarasate and Joachim, since the latter also made
recordings, and reinforce our understanding of nineteenth-century performance style in
general. Reconciling the information that we get from these two types of sources (written
and recorded) will help us to more completely understand Sarasate as a performer.
Unfortunately, we know very little about the circumstances under which Sarasate
made his recordings. It is believed that he made the recordings for the Gramophone and
Typewriter Company, in studios at 21 City Road in London, in November or December
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of 1904. The company, which was at the time the leading producer of musical recordings,
had had great success with recordings they released in 1902 of the singer Enrico Caruso.
It is not surprising that they would have wanted to record Sarasate, one of the greatest
artists of the time, but we don’t know anything more specific about their reasons for
recording him, or his reasons for wanting to record.35
We also don’t know who the pianist is on the recording, although some have
guessed that it might be Sarasate’s friend Dr. Otto Neitzel, who had accompanied
Sarasate’s performance at St. James Hall around the time of the recording sessions.36 As
far as we know, Sarasate recorded a total of nine pieces of music. Seven of these were his
own compositions: Zigeunerweisen, Capriccio Vasco, Capriccio Jota, Tarantella,
Miramar, Habanera, and Zapateado. In addition, he recorded two other pieces: Chopin’s
Nocturne in E flat, Op. 9, no. 2, and the Prelude from Bach’s Partita in E major. These
pieces match up with accounts of the music that Sarasate was playing on tour during the
time we suspect the recordings were made.37
As discussed earlier, performers from Sarasate’s time period were likely to use
much more portamentos than performers of today. Carl Flesch classified portamento in
three distinct categories. A single-finger portamento involved sliding between notes using
the same finger for both notes (example 3.1). A “B-portamento” (B for “beginning”) was
a slide beginning on one finger, using the same finger to slide to an intermediate note and
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then placing another finger on the final note (example 3.2). Finally, what he described as
an “L-portamento” (L for “last”) consisted of playing the first note, placing another
finger on an intermediate note, and then sliding on that finger to the final note (example
3.3). In the case of both B-portamento and L-portamento, the intermediate pitch was
generally hidden, to not draw attention to the technique.38 In Sarasate’s recordings we can
hear many examples of L-portamentos, and portamentos in general.

Example 3.1. Single-finger portamento.39

Example 3.2. B-portamento.40

Example 3.3. L-portamento.41
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There are several examples of portamentos in Sarasate’s recording of the
Chopin’s Nocturne. At the start of the piece, he slides from the pickup note B flat to the
downbeat of the first full measure G (example 3.4). In measures 2 (example 3.4) and 6
(example 3.5), he loudly slides between the last two notes of the measure, A flat to G,
and emphasizes the slide by getting louder into the final note. In figure 3.1, the
spectrogram shows the energy (volume) of the last three notes in measure 2. The darker
color indicates a note with more energy. From the spectrogram, we can tell that he slides
up to the G (since he is changing to a lower string) and then intensifies the sound, making
it louder than the A flat.

Example 3.4. Chopin, Nocturne, Op. 9, no. 2, transcribed by Sarasate, mm.1-2.
http://conquest.imslp.info/files/imglnks/usimg/a/a8/IMSLP01992-Chopin__nocturne_op9.2_violinpiano.pdf

Example 3.5. Chopin, Nocturne, Op. 9, no. 2, mm. 5-6.
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Figure 3.1. Spectrogram of Sarasate’s performance of Chopin’s Nocturne, Op. 9, no. 2,
m. 2.
There seem to be many cases where Sarasate disregards the text of a piece of
music in favor of his own interpretation. For example, in measures 16 (example 3.6) and
24 (example 3.7), where Chopin notates a chromatic descending scale, Sarasate plays a
descending glissando on one finger. Interestingly enough, there is an unusual ascending
glissando in measure 24, which Sarasate rushes through much more quickly than the
descending glissando, even though a ritardando is marked.
!

Example 3.6. Chopin, Nocturne, Op. 9, no. 2, m. 16.
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Example 3.7. Chopin, Nocturne, Op. 9, no. 2, m. 24.

In general, Sarasate does not precisely execute notated rhythms. He also allows
himself a lot of flexibility on dotted rhythms. An example of his rhythmic freedom is
heard in measure 4, where the sixth eighth-note beat is lengthened to a quarter note
(example 3.8).

Example 3.8. Chopin, Nocturne, Op. 9, no. 2, mm. 3-4.

He also has his own approach to notated ritardandos, often staying in tempo, but
giving a large amount of extra length to the antepenultimate note. In measure 16, Sarasate
changes the first eighth-note (B flat) to a dotted quarter note and plays the second eighthnote (D) with the fourth eighth-note of the accompaniment (figure 3.2). All of this
flexibility and free approach to the text of the music fits perfectly with the image we have
of Sarasate as an easy-going, charming performer. This approach also applies to
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dynamics. Although it can be difficult to make clear observations of dynamics on
Sarasate’s recordings, he seems often to have his own plan for crescendos and

Frequency!(Hz)!

diminuendos, unrelated to what is printed on the music.

Figure 3.2. Spectrogram of Sarasate’s performance of Chopin’s Nocturne, Op. 9, no. 2,
m. 16.

In terms of tempo and rhythm, Sarasate’s recordings certainly reflect the idea that
nineteenth century performers used much greater flexibility of rhythm than would be
acceptable today. This is one of the clearest examples of Sarasate having a style that is
distinct from modern violinists. In passages containing consecutive sixteenth notes, such
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as measures 5 and 6 (example 3.9) or measures 21 and 22 (example 3.10) of the
Nocturne, Sarasate tends to accelerate through the whole section. In the case of measure
5, he begins at around 142 eighth notes per minute, and by the end of the bar he and the
pianist have accelerated to 156 eighth notes per minute. (figure 3.3) It seems that Sarasate
is using these accelerandos as an expressive tool, to create a sense of tension in certain
sections.

Example 3.9. Chopin, Nocturne, Op. 9, no. 2, mm. 5-6.

Example 3.10. Chopin, Nocturne, Op. 9, no. 2, mm. 21-22.
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Tempo!(BPM)!

Figure 3.3. Spectrogram of Sarasate’s performance of Chopin’s Nocturne, Op. 9, no. 2,
m. 5.
Sarasate also fits into the nineteenth century philosophy of having independence
between melodic and accompanying voices. He places the first note of measure 4 (B-flat)
early, while the piano comes in on time, and Sarasate gets back in time by the second
beat. Again at the end of the same measure, the B-flat (which is supposed to be played on
the twelfth eighth-note beat of the bar) is played on the second half of the eleventh
eighth-note beat (see example 3.8). These don’t seem necessarily like carefully planned
out adjustments to the music, but instead are part of an approach to the music that seems
much more improvisatory and spontaneous than the way we usually play today.
One of the most common descriptions of Sarasate’s playing from contemporary
sources is that he played with a sweet tone. Carl Flesch even suggested that this idea was
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so common that it almost became an insult,42 contrasting with the more intense tone of
violinists like Joachim or Ysaÿe. This is an instance where we can confirm the
contemporary accounts of his playing, including the comparison between him and
Joachim. Joachim’s recordings feature a harder, more intense sound. Sarasate’s
recordings demonstrate a rich, deep tone on the G-string, and his sound in the upper
register is clean and clear, but not very bright. It is easy to see how people would have
described his sound as being sweet. He also plays with great clarity of sound, even in
fast, complicated passages, like measure 14 (example 3.11).

Example 3.11. Chopin, Nocturne, Op. 9, no. 2, m. 14.

The use of vibrato is closely related to how we perceive a violinists tone. The
contemporary accounts of Sarasate’s playing mention that he was against the use of
continuous vibrato, and the recordings confirm this idea. His vibrato was fast and narrow
by today’s standards, and he definitely did not use it as often as a modern violinist would.
He does use vibrato on many long notes, but not on all long notes. On shorter notes, he
refrains from using it altogether. To our ears, this approach to vibrato sounds very
unfamiliar. While we today think that vibrato gives music a necessary richness and
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warmth, Sarasate’s playing (because of the lack of vibrato) can come across as somewhat
thin and unrefined. However, this was very much the style of his time, when musicians
felt that the use of vibrato led to a sameness of sound, limiting a performer’s expressive
options, and therefore making a performance sound boring and less refined. It is very
interesting to see how two sides of one issue are seen over time.43
We can also make a few more general observations about Sarasate’s musical
character and personality by studying his recordings. His recording of Bach’s E-major
Prelude is extremely fast, and full of his own personality. Today we place importance on
interpreting music according to its time period, and we have a great deal of respect for
older composers like Bach, treating their music as almost sacred. In contrast, Sarasate
seems to treat this movement like a showpiece, almost in the way that we would view his
music today. This again provides the contrast that we would expect to see between
Sarasate and Joachim, whose recordings of movements from Bach’s G minor Sonata
come across as much more serious and reserved than Sarasate’s recording. Joachim’s
“respectful” approach seems more closely aligned with our modern approach.
It is also worth noting that even though Sarasate was known to have played more
“serious repertoire” as his career progressed, these recordings show a different side.
Because of these recordings, which include pieces that he was frequently performing at
the time, we see that even at the end of his life, Sarasate was still performing the short
pieces and Spanish character pieces that made him so popular in the salons of Paris at the
beginning of his career. On the other hand, of the five recordings that Joachim made, two
are by Bach, and two are by Brahms (the remaining piece is Joachim’s own composition).
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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This feeds back into the comparison of Sarasate as charming and light-hearted, and
Joachim as serious and intense.
Obviously these recordings are an extremely valuable resource in reconstructing a
picture of Sarasate’s performing style. However, there are a number of issues to consider
when reviewing the data we take from the recordings, that either limit the helpfulness of
the recordings, or give some confusion over what conclusions we should draw. We
should consider both the circumstances around the making of these recordings, and the
limitations of early twentieth century recording technology, in order to gain a better
understanding of what we are hearing.
According to Carl Flesch, who was familiar with both Sarasate’s live
performances and his recordings, we cannot get an accurate picture of Sarasate’s playing
from listening to his recordings. First of all, he points out that Sarasate’s playing declined
in his later years, as one would expect. In particular, he claims that Sarasate’s pitch went
sharp, and that he lost his vibrato.44 Given that the recordings were made not even four
years before the Sarasate’s death, it would be reasonable to assume that his abilities in
general were not at the same level as when he was younger. Perhaps his intonation would
falter, and his right hand technique would almost certainly be sloppier than a younger
artist. It is worth noting that of the three violinists who made recordings in the early years
of the recorded age, two were at fairly advanced age when they made their recordings.
Joachim was 72 when he made his recordings in 1903, and Sarasate was 60. When Ysaÿe
made his recordings in 1911, he was a little younger, at 53.
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Flesch also points out that there are many external factors that could have an
impact on the quality of a recording, including the mindset of the player at the time of
recording, and the conditions under which the recording was made.45 These factors are
completely unknown to us in the case of Sarasate’s recordings. We also don’t know how
Sarasate felt about this project, or about recordings in general. Therefore, we don’t know
if he was excited to perform, or uninspired. We don’t know if he prepared beforehand, or
threw the music together at the last moment. We can be fairly certain that he did not
realize the importance that these recordings would have to an audience more than one
hundred years in the future.46
One of the most commonly mentioned limitations of early recording technology
is the short duration of music that could be recorded on one side of a disc. While many
performers dealt with this issue by recording heavily abridged versions of the repertoire
they were performing, this was not exactly the approach that Sarasate took. For a few of
the pieces, he recorded only one section of the piece. In the case of Zigeunerweisen, he
left out a central slow section. However, this was not due to the time limitations of the
medium, but instead due to the inability of recording technology to pick up the sound of a
violin playing quietly in the high register of the instrument.47
The remaining concerns in interpreting what we hear on Sarasate’s recordings
have to do with the limitations of early recording technology. These recordings were
made during the very earliest years of recording, and obviously the abilities of recording
engineers to accurately capture the sounds of a performing artist were at that point far
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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behind where they are today. In general, by comparing the overall sound of a recording,
we can get some idea of when it was produced. For example, a recording made today (or
even twenty years ago) has very little extraneous noise beyond what the performer is
producing. However, if we listen to a recording from the 1970s, it will have some extra
noise, and the sound will be less of a clear translation of the live performance. This trend
continues as we go back in time, with recording from the 1930s or 1920s getting
progressively less clean and clear. So, these recordings from the first decade of the
twentieth century are very noisy, and convey the sounds of Sarasate’s performance in a
highly disguised form. Because of this, it is difficult to make accurate observations about
his tone quality, beyond the simplest generalizations that we have already discussed. It is
even harder to determine what kind of dynamic range he utilized, since the whole sound
is compressed. We also don’t know if the pitch of the performance has been affected by
the recording technology at work.
In seeking new ways of performing Sarasate’s music, with the goal of
incorporating aspects of Sarasate’s own performance style, we obviously have to make
choices in how to apply the information that we have in our hands. Someone might prefer
to follow the path of historical documents, and someone else might be greatly influenced
by Sarasate’s own recordings. Of course we will never know exactly how he sounded, but
even as I attempt to get a picture of his own performance style, my goal is not to copy his
style. Rather, I am simply looking for new insights that might help come up with creative
new interpretations, inspired by the spirit of the composer. Many of the elements of
Sarasate’s style would be jarring to ears that are used to hearing modern violinists. The
higher number of portamentos, the lack of continuous vibrato, and the greater rhythmic

!

41

flexibility that he employed in particular, go against the mainstream of modern violin
playing. However, we should remember that style is always in transition, and there is no
reason that these elements can’t be part of a modern approach. In the case of the more
general attributes of his playing (his sweet tone, easy-going personality, and brilliant
technique), we can definitely attempt to incorporate these into our playing.
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CHAPTER 4
THE FANTASY
There are many pieces of music with the title “fantasy,” including several of
Sarasate’s own pieces. The use of this term for a piece of music goes back at least to the
Renaissance period, when it was originally applied to pieces of instrumental music that
weren’t composed in a particular form, but instead were based only on the composer’s
free use of imagination.1 In order to understand better Sarasate’s operatic fantasies, which
make up a large portion of his oeuvre (he wrote at least eleven pieces in this genre), I will
look at the history of the “fantasy” as a genre: how it developed from the Renaissance era
through Sarasate’s own time and how Sarasate and his contemporaries (especially
virtuoso instrumentalists) composed their operatic fantasies based on the music of
popular operas of the time. I will also look in more detail at Sarasate’s Magic Flute
Fantasy in particular, to gain some insight into how to perform this infrequently
performed piece.
The History of the Fantasy
Although the term “fantasy” has always been used to describe a wide range of
pieces and has never been used in a strict manner, a couple of main elements were fairly
common to the style from the beginning. In the Renaissance period, one of the main
characteristics of a “fantasy” was that it was almost always an instrumental piece, not
vocal music. There were some vocal fantasies, but these were less common. One reason
for this was that freedom of musical expression was one of the main elements of the
style, and being dependent on words was seen as something that could get in the way of
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that freedom. Early fantasies tended to be loosely organized with virtuosic passages,
explored wide varieties of harmonies, rhythms, and tempos, and were often very
improvisatory in nature. The composer Kollman even insisted that a fantasy should be
completely improvised and never actually written down.2 Fantasies that were composed
during this time period were often notated without bar lines to help achieve this freedom.
The fantasy continued to be an important genre of music through the eighteenth
century, especially in keyboard music. Composers such as J. S. Bach, C. P. E. Bach,
Mozart, and Haydn all wrote fantasies; and although they shared many of the
characteristics of earlier pieces (some even retained unmeasured notation), there was a
general trend during this time towards more organized and increasingly formalized
structure.3 Some of the pieces from this time even resemble sonata form in their structure.
Beethoven explored the limits of the fantasy even further. He mixed fantasy elements into
his two piano sonatas Op. 27, no. 1 and no. 2, labeling both as quasi una fantasia. Both
pieces had unusual forms and were innovatively structured.4
In the nineteenth century, Schubert and Schumann both expanded the scale of the
instrumental fantasy. Schubert wrote four fantasies, which were still single-movement
works. In all Schubert’s fantasies, he incorporated an internal structure that resembled
separate movements of a sonata into a single movement piece. Schumann went further in
his Fantasia in C, Op. 17, composing it in three movements. Although the movements
are closely linked thematically and avoid the style of the sonata, it was an innovative
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decision to expand the idea of a fantasy to such a large-scale structure.5 The fantasy was
an ideal tool for Romantic composers to express a wide range of emotions, allowing
composers to have a great degree of freedom within their works.
It was also during the Romantic era that the term “fantasy” began to be used for
instrumental pieces based on the music of other composers. Most often, these would be
virtuosic pieces. Composers would often use source material from operas, although folk
music was a source as well.6 At the beginning of the nineteenth century, variations on
themes from operas also became popular. Beethoven wrote two sets of variations for
cello and piano on two arias from The Magic Flute (“Ein Madchen oder Weibchen” and
“Bei Männern, welche Liebe fühlen”). One major difference between variations on
themes and the Romantic-era fantasies is that a variation on a theme was based on a
particular theme from an opera, whereas the fantasies were typically built from a wide
range of music from a given opera.7
The existence of both genres, however, suggests how popular opera was during
the nineteenth century. During that time, operatic music had a very wide-reaching
popularity, and there was great public interest in hearing whatever was new at the time.
Because of this great interest in opera, composers of other genres started writing pieces
based on the popular operas of the time, as a way of appealing to their opera-loving
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audiences. The highly dramatic nature of opera in general also fit well with the emotional
content of much of nineteenth century music, making the operatic fantasy a natural fit.8
Some composers who wrote operatic fantasies were Charles-August de Bériot (on
Rossini’s William Tell), Sarasate’s teacher Jean Delphin Alard (on William Tell,
Gounod’s Faust and Polyeucte, Verdi’s La Traviata and Un Ballo in Maschera, and
Halévy’s La reine de Chypre, among others), the great Belgian violinist Henri
Vieuxtemps (on Bellini’s Norma), and perhaps most importantly, Franz Liszt. Notably,
all of these composers were also well known as performers.
Operas that Liszt wrote fantasies on include Bellini’s Norma, Donizetti’s Lucia di
Lammermoor and Lucrezia Borgia, Meyerbeer’s Robert le Diable, Mozart’s Marriage of
Figaro and Don Giovanni, Verdi’s Rigoletto, Ernani, and Simon Boccanegra, Wagner’s
Rienzi, and Weber’s Der Freischütz. Like Sarasate, Liszt was expert at using the operatic
fantasy as a way of showing off his virtuosic technique through the popular operatic tunes
that his audience already enjoyed. Given that Liszt would have been performing in
situations similar to Sarasate (a mixture of intimate salon performances and concert
halls), it isn’t surprising that the operatic fantasy would be a prominent genre in both of
their catalogs.
Looking at the compositions of Sarasate, his contemporaries, and the generations
that followed, it seems that by the end of Sarasate’s lifetime, the genre of operatic fantasy
was losing popularity. The great pianist Ferruccio Busoni, who was active shortly after
Sarasate, did write some pieces in this category; but by the middle of the twentieth
century very few composers were writing operatic fantasies. This could have something
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to do with a change in opera’s role in musical society, or in the kind of music that solo
instrumentalists were expected to play.
Whatever the reason, we are left with these charming, virtuosic operatic fantasies
by Sarasate, Liszt, and many other composers of their time as documents of a particular
period of music history in which a variety of influences combined to make this distinctive
style of music possible. And even though composing in this style went out of fashion
long ago, audiences today still love to hear the operatic fantasies of the nineteenth
century. The combination of great, memorable tunes with flamboyant, virtuosic technique
is still an appealing treat for contemporary audiences, so it’s a little surprising that many
of Sarasate’s pieces haven’t become more popular today. One would hope that, if more
people are exposed to Sarasate’s operatic fantasies, these pieces will have a chance to
enter the violinist’s standard repertoire.
The Magic Flute Fantasy
To our best knowledge, Sarasate wrote fantasies on eleven operas during his
entire career, from his early years playing in the salons of Paris to the end of his life as an
established performer. Some of the operas (Carmen, the operas of Gounod) were new and
contemporary when Sarasate wrote his fantasies on them. Others were classics (like the
two operas by Mozart) still popular with the audiences of Sarasate’s time. Regarding
Sarasate’s early operatic fantasies, it is easy to assume that he wrote them to cater to the
tastes of his audience, since they clearly mirror what was popular during that time.
However, by the time Sarasate wrote his later fantasies, like The Magic Flute, the
operatic fantasy was much less of a popular genre than it had been at the beginning of his
career. I think that the operatic fantasy gave Sarasate the perfect opportunity to showcase
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his technical strengths, and this might be one reason that it remained a favored genre for
him throughout his life.
Sarasate’s Magic Flute Fantasy is a single-movement piece with five distinct
sections. The first section (mm. 1-53) is in the key of C major and is structured as a small
rondo (A B A' B' A''). The chord progression in this section is quite straightforward,
ending on the dominant chord of G major in preparation for the next section, which
follows Mozart’s original key of G major. After the piano introduction, the violin enters
in measure 8 (example 4.1) with the melody from the Finale to Act I, No. 8, “Wie stark
ist nicht dein Zauberton.”

Example 4.1. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 7-9, http://burrito.whatbox.ca: 15263/
imglnks/usimg/0/0a/IMSLP65645-PMLP133381- Sarasate_Zauberfloete_op54 _Piano
.pdf.

Most of the time the violin plays the vocal line, but once in a while it takes over
the flute melody, for instance in measures 17-20 (example 4.2) and measures 21-24
(example 4.3).
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Example 4.2. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 17-20.

Example 4.3. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 21-24.

The violin melody starts with the melody of Tamino’s solo from the opera, just
two octaves higher than the original melody. After the main theme is introduced, Sarasate
starts to play with different registers, while also altering the rhythm. From measure 41 to
the end of the first section, the violin part becomes more challenging, with fast chromatic
scales and octave arpeggios (example 4.4).
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Example 4.4. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 43-46.

The second section, in G major, covers measures 54-172. From measures 54-61
(example 4.5), the melody is from a duet between Pamina and Papageno, “Schnelle
Fusse, rascher Muth,” from the Act I, Finale. Sarasate uses violin double stops to create
the effect of a duet in this section. Also, the piano part imitates the first violin and second
violin parts from the original opera to support the duet.

Example 4.5. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 54-61.
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In measures 69 and 70 (example 4.6), Sarasate uses harmonics to imitate the
quick ascending runs from the flute melody, which depicts Papageno’s magical panpipes.

Example 4.6. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 69-72.

Sarasate omits Monostato’s “Ha, hab’ ich euch noch erwischt!” and goes directly
to the next section. In measures 102-33, the glockenspiel part is played by the violin,
using both left-hand and right-hand pizzicatos (example 4.7). This is a clever way to
recreate some of the texture of the original music, while also giving the violinist a chance
to show off.

Example 4.7. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 103-9.

The violin then starts the chorus of slaves, “Das klinget so herrlich,” while the
piano plays a staccato line to imitate the glockenspiel (example 4.8), taking over that role
from the violin.
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Example 4.8. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 125-30.

The last melody that Sarasate uses in the second section (example 4.9) is taken
from Pamina and Papageno’s duet, “Konnte jeder brave Mann.”

Example 4.9. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 141-53.

This section ends on the dominant seventh chord of the new key, G minor
(example 4.10).

!

52

Example 4.10. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 168-74.

The third section comprises measures 173-217. This is the only slow section in
the entire piece, and also the only minor section. Its material comes from Pamina’s aria,
Act II, No. 17, “Ach, ich fühl’s, es ist verschwunden.” In measure 210 (example 4.11), a
cadenza is given to the violin to imitate the vocal cadenza in the opera, where the singer
holds the word “death.” In the Fantasy, Sarasate gives the violin a much longer cadenza,
to emphasize the pain and sorrow from the original text.

Example 4.11. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 209-12.
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The fourth section, which comprises measures 218-84, moves back to a major
key, F major. The melody comes from the aria “Ein Mädchen oder Weibchen,” Act II,
No. 20, sung by Papageno (example 4.12).

Example 4.12. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 218-22.

Sarasate skips the 6/8 section from the original aria, and instead modulates to C
major, while bringing the melody back with double stops in the violin part (example
4.13).

Example 4.13. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 233-43.
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In measures 262-72, Sarasate takes advantage of an opportunity for more
virtuosity with a variation on the melody, played by the violinist with quick left-hand
pizzicatos (example 4.14).

Example 4.14. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 262-65.

The fifth section returns to the Fantasy’s original key of C major. The material of
the final section is not taken from the opera, but the character of the music is very similar
to that of Mozart’s Finale, No. 21, “Pa-Pa-Pa-Pa-Pa-Pa-Papagena!” The motive of the
first two measures (example 4.15) is identical to the baritone aria “Largo al Factotum”
from the opera The Barber of Seville by Rossini (example 4.16) an is even written in the
same key. In another of Sarasate’s compositions, Hommage a Rossini, he also uses this
motive, in the final section “Le barbier” (example 4.17). Even though there isn’t a
relationship between The Magic Flute and The Barber of Seville, Sarasate probably saw
this as an opportunity to make a reference to a popular opera.
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Example 4.15. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 285-89.

Example 4.16. Rossini, “Largo al Factotum” from the opera The Barber of Seville, mm.
1-6. http://imslp.nl/imglnks/usimg/9/9f/IMSLP116374-PMLP07237-Rossini__Il_barbiere _di_Siviglia_-_Act_I__orch._score_.pdf
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Example 4.17. Sarasate, Hommage a Rossini, Final, mm.8-13. http://petrucci.
mus.auth.gr/imglnks/usimg/e/e1/IMSLP254331-PMLP412156-Sarasate_
Diemer_Hommage____Rossini_BNE.pdf

As in Sarasate’s much more popular Carmen Fantasy, the composer weaves
together these selections from Mozart’s opera and turns them into a cohesive and
effective piece. It is full of wonderful melodies and clever virtuoso techniques, and it
gives the performer many opportunities to incorporate elements of Sarasate’s own
distinctive performance style.
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CHAPTER 5
THE MAGIC FLUTE FANTASY: A PERFORMANCE GUIDE
After listening to all of Sarasate’s own recordings, certain characteristics of his
playing drew my attention. Of particular note were his use of L-portamento, noticeable
accelerandos in passages of consecutive running sixteenth-notes, changes from notated
rhythms to suit the performer’s taste, limited use of vibrato (more as an embellishment
than an element of tone), a relatively narrow dynamic range (even taking into account the
limitations of early recording technology), the use of glissandos to replace some
chromatic scales, and a distinctive flexibility of tempo rubato. To this list we can add
certain other primary characteristics of Sarasate’s playing from the observations of many
of his contemporaries. This list would include his clear, “sweet” tone, his generally easygoing approach to music-making, an effortless and brilliant technical ability, and his
charm and showmanship. By implementing these characteristics in specific ways within
the context of Sarasate’s Magic Flute Fantasy, we may find new ways to rediscover
Sarasate’s spirit through this composition. My goal is not to attempt to play exactly like
Sarasate, which would be impossible to achieve. Instead, by experimenting with many
different aspects of Sarasate’s approach, I hope to provide today’s performers with a
variety of options for bringing some of Sarasate’s spirit into a modern performance.
General Approach
Throughout the piece, there are several elements of Sarasate’s performance style
that the violinist should keep in mind. First, because Sarasate was known for his “sweet
tone” and his somewhat emotionally detached style, the performer should avoid pushing
his or her sound too far. While there are many exciting moments in the piece, the
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performer’s tone should never become unrefined, even in the most intense passages. The
bow should stay away from the bridge, so the tone is always pleasant, and not too
overpowering. On the other hand, the performer should never play so softly that the tone
loses all of its warmth. Sarasate was known as a warm, genuine communicator, so we
never want to lose the core of the tone when performing pianissimo passages.
Second, the performer should allow for a large amount of tempo flexibility in
general, with the violinist taking charge much of the time. According to Sarasate’s
recordings, it is usual for him to shift between different tempos with changes in the mood
of the music. This piece, with so many different characters, is a perfect opportunity for
the performer to explore the limits of rubato and to really play with the character of the
music. Passages with a lot of notes are generally good places to push the tempo, to play
into the exciting mood, while slower passages give the performers many chances to
experiment with tempo flexibility in creating a dialog between the violin and the piano,
as the performers listen and respond to each other pushing or pulling the tempo.
Finally, Sarasate was always focused on entertaining his audience. Wherever
possible, the performer should try to have fun with the music, and make interpretive
choices with the goal of creating a light-hearted, charming performance. I would
recommend keeping in mind that much of Sarasate’s career was spent playing in salons
and other intimate settings, where he could have a very personal connection to his
audience. As much as possible, the performer today should try to aim for this warm,
personal feeling as well. It is not necessary to treat music as an untouchable document,
that can’t be changed or embellished. Sarasate’s performances would have been full of
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the spirit of improvisation, so today’s performers should add their own personality to
their performances, rather than trying to respect every nuance that is written on the page.
Portamento
Portamento is an area where Sarasate’s playing is quite different from the modern
style. In the opening cantabile section of the Magic Flute Fantasy, the performer could
use L-portamento from the C to the F-sharp in measure 9, playing the C with the first
finger, and then sliding from the intermediate note E up to the F-sharp with the third
finger (example 5.1). A couple of other places where L-portamento could be applied are
the descending interval on the fourth beat of measure 15, as well as the ascending interval
at the end of measure 18 (example 5.2), where we want to bring a singing quality to this
upward leap.

Example 5.1. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 1-10, http://conquest.imslp.info/ files/
imglnks/usimg/e/e9/IMSLP65646-PMLP133381-Sarasate_Zauberfloete_op54_Violin.pdf

Example 5.2. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 15-18.
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In the Lento section later on, I would suggest that performers use portamentos in
several places, in a way that is similar to Sarasate’s recording of Chopin’s Nocturne. In
measure 175, the third eighth-note beat could stay in first position, followed by an
audible fourth-finger slide to the fourth eighth-note beat of the measure (example 5.3).
This would help to enhance the sentimental mood of this section. The appoggiatura in the
same measure could be played as sixteenth notes on the beat. Giving it an extra emphasis
and stealing time from the following note would be a nice reference to the performance
practice of Mozart’s time, while still fitting in with Sarasate’s own style.

Example 5.3. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 173-76.

In measure 178, a slide could be used from the G to the C-sharp (example 5.4).
To bring out the sorrowful quality of this sighing motive, extra time could be taken in
executing this portamento. In measure 179, a more dramatic slide could be applied from
B-flat to C-sharp (example 5.4). In order to achieve this effect, I would play B-flat on the
A string with the fourth finger, slide with the fourth finger to E, and then switch to the
second finger on the C-sharp. The bow should begin at a slightly slower speed on the Bflat, and gradually increase in speed when the finger approaches the C-sharp. These
deliberate slides, along with the accentuation of using the increase in bow speed through
the slide, are another contrast from modern violin playing style, which would probably
seek to hide all of these shifts. In measure 181, I would suggest a relatively gentle slide
from the F to the D. At this beginning of a new phrase, it might help to avoid setting a
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dragging tempo and character from the start with overemphasis on the downward shift.
Sarasate used a variety of portamentos in his playing, and this is a device we can
experiment with to create greater variety in our performances as well.

Example 5.4. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 177-81.

In measure 201 (example 5.5), the last two sixteenth notes would also be an
appropriate spot to use a slight portamento (quick and somewhat hidden by lighter bow
pressure) from the C to the G. From the pickup eighth-note to the downbeat of measure
207 (example 5.6), a performer could use a more forceful L-portamento again to
emphasize the large octave leap. The violinist should be careful not to simply slide
between notes every time there is a shift, but instead to think about how he or she can use
different types of portamento to achieve a sound that is appropriate for each instance.

Example 5.5. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 200-203.

Example 5.6. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 204-7.
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Tone quality, dynamics, and vibrato
In listening to Sarasate’s recordings, we can see that he liked to maintain the
same tone quality within a phrase, and was not afraid of shifting to higher positions in
order to remain on the same string. A good spot to apply this technique is the first beat of
measure 17, from the B to the D (example 5.7). Instead of staying in first position and
crossing strings between the D and the F, I would suggest that violinists shift to third
position on the second note, and keep the entire measure on the A string. From the pickup
note to measure 25 until measure 28, it might be appropriate to stay on the G-string for
the whole phrase in order to achieve a consistent tone quality throughout and to take
advantage of the rich G-string color (example 5.8). It is important for the violinist to
focus on keeping a clear, beautiful sound, even when going into higher positions on each
string.

Example 5.7. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 15-18.

Example 5.8. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 23-29.
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The section between measures 54 and 65 (example 5.9) is a tricky place where
the violinist should pay extra attention to his or her technical preparation. Sarasate as a
violinist was known for the clarity of his technical playing, even through difficult
techniques such as the thirds and harmonics of this passage. The violinist needs to play
this section not only perfectly in tune, but also with the thirds and harmonics always
speaking clearly and easily. I would also recommend that performers take care not to
slow down when the music becomes difficult here, because that would take away from
the easygoing character that we are aiming for in sections like this and would work
against the clear, unforced, sweet tone that we have worked hard to produce. These same
ideas apply in measures 74 to 80 (example 5.10), where Sarasate switches between
double-stops in thirds, fourths, sixths, sevenths, and tenths, presenting even more
challenges for the performer. The tone quality should remain pure and clear.

Example 5.9. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 49-65.
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Example 5.10. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 71-80.

In the Lento section starting in measure 173, contemporary violinists would
generally use continuous, rich, and expressive vibrato on every note of the passage
(example 5.11). However, according to what we know of Sarasate’s playing, he preferred
to restrain his use of vibrato, only using it on particular notes, where it would create
expressive emphasis, almost as an ornament. He definitely would not have approved of
using vibrato on every note. In this section, one could follow Sarasate’s example by using
vibrato on a few quarter notes. These might likely include the fourth eighth-note beat of
measure 175, to highlight the octave leap to the high G (example 5.11), and the fourth
beat of measure 178, in order to emphasize the descending portamento (example 5.12).
Compared to typical modern violin style, this approach might come across as quite
unusual. However, it helps to draw out the important notes of a particular passage more
effectively than would be case with modern continuous vibrato.

Example 5.11. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 173-76.
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Example 5.12. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 177-81.

Even taking into account the limitations of recording technology (recordings from
this time tended to compress dynamic range significantly), we get the impression from
Sarasate’s recordings that he liked to use a relatively narrow dynamic range, an
observation which matches with contemporary accounts of his playing. One place where
we can apply this is between measures 34 and 38 (example 5.13). During this passage,
the dynamic alternates from forte to piano, back up to mezzo-forte, and then back down
to piano. A modern violinist would tend to emphasize these changes by making a huge
difference between the loud and soft dynamics, and as a result would create a less
cohesive line. However, if the loud portions are kept restrained, with a beautiful tone, and
the soft dynamics are kept a little richer, the performer will better match Sarasate’s style,
and it will be easier to create a longer phrase, mirroring the vocal style of the original
material. This also helps to match Mozart’s original music, where a section like this
would alternate between different voices and instruments and not just between dynamic
levels.

!

66

Example 5.13. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 33-40.

Conversely, it might be appropriate to add to the dynamics of the final section,
measure 286 to the end of the piece. Sarasate marks a forte-piano at the beginning of this
section (with the piano part dropping to pianissimo), and then leaves out any other
markings until a forte is marked in measure 340. There is another forte marked in
measure 348, and then no more dynamic markings until the end of the piece. Sarasate
may have intended for most of this section to stay quiet, before suddenly getting louder
near the end. In any case, I would suggest that performers use more detailed dynamics
through the end of the piece to help build more musical tension.
One option is to make small dynamic shapes, following the contour of the music.
The range of the music goes up and down during this section, so this would already be an
effective method. Additionally, there are a few very small breaks in the musical texture at
the end of measures 296 and 301 (example 5.14). It might be effective to use these small
breaks to make sudden changes in dynamics. After the last forte marking, in measure
348, I would recommend keeping the dynamic level up and adding a crescendo in the last
seven measures.
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Example 5.14. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 294-302.

The performer would do well to start thinking about these different aspects of
sound from the beginning of his or her preparations for this piece, so that they might
become more second nature as time goes by. I would also recommend that performers
occasionally take the time to go back and listen to Sarasate’s recordings themselves, so
that these conscious choices are backed up by a close familiarity with the sound of
Sarasate’s playing. Finally, it would be helpful to study Mozart’s score, to understand the
original contexts for the different parts of the piece.
Tempo
Choice of tempo always has a big influence on the character of a performance. In
this case the tempos that we choose can help us more closely approach Sarasate’s style of
playing. Conductor Max Rudolf once said “The metronome marking was never intended
to pinpoint the speed of the music, it was meant to provide information regarding the
character of the music and to prevent the performer from straying too far from the
composer’s intention.”1 In general, I would suggest that tempos normally be on the fast
side, since Sarasate was known for choosing very fast tempos. He was even criticized
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1

Max Rudolf and Michael Stern, The Grammar of Conducting: A Comprehensive Guide
to Baton Technique and Interpretation (New York: Schirmer Books, 1994), 366.
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sometimes for choosing tempos that were too fast to make sense musically. For the first
section, I would suggest a tempo marking of 92 for the quarter note. With regard to
Sarasate’s preference for quick tempos, this is a good spot to follow his example. A fast
tempo will also keep the opening section light-hearted and brilliant, and get the
performance started with enough forward momentum.
For the second section, starting in measure 54 (marked Moderato), I would
recommend speeding up to approximately 120 for the quarter note. There are some
complicated techniques and double-stops in this section, and the slightly slower tempo
will help these come out clearly. However, the performers should not slow down too
much here, or they will lose the charming, bright character of this section. In measure 92,
when the tempo marking changes to Allegro, I would push to 84 for the half note, with a
feeling of cut time. This will give the violinist the chance to show off his or her virtuosity
in some flashy technical passages.
The third section, Lento, beginning in measure 173, should be the slowest part of
the piece. I would recommend a marking of 78 for the eighth note. This is a section full
of intense sad emotion, and the slow tempo will help bring this across. Also, there is
some figuration added to the melody here, so the violinist will need a little extra time to
fit in all of those notes. However, we want to avoid getting too emotional, or we will go
against Sarasate’s preference for being somewhat emotionally detached. Also, the
performers don’t need to stick to one single tempo for this entire section. It would be
consistent with Sarasate’s style to move around between different tempos, and
experiment with pushing and pulling through different types of rubato. It is important for
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the violinist and the piano accompanist to listen to each other carefully in places like this,
so that they can have the freedom to quickly change the pulse.
The fourth section, starting at measure 218 (Andantino), is another good place for
a quick tempo. The character here suddenly becomes cheerful again, and it fits with
Sarasate’s character to quickly forget about the sad, emotional music that came before
this section. A tempo marking of 76 for the quarter note should be quick enough to
achieve this, without making the faster rhythms coming up too difficult for the violinist to
play. The sextuplets starting in measure 262, and the thirty-second notes starting in
measure 273 are technically the hardest part in this section. The performer should aim for
a fast tempo, but make sure to pick a tempo that will work for these more difficult
passages.
The final section, starting in measure 286 (Allegro Vivo), would work well at 148
for the quarter note. This would start the passage in an exciting mood, while still leaving
room to push at the end, which I think is an important aspect of Sarasate’s style. By the
last seven measures of the piece, the performers could speed up to around 180 for the
quarter note. This would ensure a really exciting ending. Of course, all of these tempos
should be adjusted to fit the technical abilities and preferences of the violinist playing the
piece. My suggestions are here to help create a certain mood, rather than to be a strict
demand for the performers.
There are some other aspects of tempo, other than the simple choice of tempo for
each section, that can be borrowed from Sarasate’s style. The virtuosic section occurring
between measures 41 and 48 (example 5.15) in the first part of the piece, gives a violinist
the chance to display his or her virtuosic capabilities in chromatic scales and octaves. It
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also gives us a chance to apply some more of Sarasate’s style to this piece. The obvious
approach is to create excitement by adding an accelerando through the running notes, as
if the performers are always leaning forward.

Example 5.15. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 41-48.

I would also recommend adding a significant accelerando, starting in measure 88,
and pushing through to the new section that starts at measure 92 (Allegro). This is an
exciting way to build momentum into the new, faster tempo in measure 92, and the
ensemble writing is simple and clear enough to make this accelerando easy to accomplish
(example 5.16). Some transitions allow for the performers to take a moment and breathe
between sections, but this would be a good place for performers to push forward instead,
creating a link between the two sections.
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Example 5.16. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 85-91.

In measures 102 to 126, the violin has a playful melody, while the piano is resting
(example 5.17). This solo passage gives the performer a great opportunity to experiment
with tempo rubato, without having to worry about how the violin and piano parts fit
together. The violinist can be very creative with the tempo here, really interacting with
the audience, and creating a fun atmosphere. This passage is also somewhat repetitive, so
the violinist can take a different approach each time the same motive comes back, making
it much more interesting for the performers as well as the audience.
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Example 5.17. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 101-28.

The element of nineteenth-century style that might be the most difficult for
modern performers to implement is the type of tempo rubato where the solo instrument is
quite free with the tempo, while the accompaniment stays in more strict time, providing a
foundation for the soloist. Today we spend a lot of time working towards achieving
perfect ensemble between different instruments, and to share the same momentum
between each performer. But we know that Sarasate and other performers of his time
would have been much less concerned with the idea of always staying together in perfect
time and much more interested in adjusting their timing to suit their feelings during a
performance. There are several spots in this piece where we can apply this idea, to help
us achieve more of the character of Sarasate’s playing. The effect might be jarring to
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some audiences, but it could also be a really fresh sound, one that would make the
audience pay attention. One place it might be possible to try this would be measure 145
to 152 (example 5.18). The accompaniment is fairly simple, so it would be a favorable
place to make this idea work.

Example 5.18. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 141-53.

Another good place to try this rubato idea would be in the section beginning in
measure 263 (example 5.19).
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Example 5.19. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 263-70.

Sarasate’s preference for pushing through sixteenth-note passages could be
applied again starting in measure 274 (example 5.20), at least until the rallentando is
indicated in measure 284. Because the accompaniment is quite simple during this
passage, the violinist has a lot of room to be free with the accelerando. It would also be
effective to break the accelerando into smaller sections, speeding up for three or four
measures, before going back to a slower tempo and speeding up again. The dynamic
pattern of this section, alternating between crescendos and diminuendos, lends itself to
these sections of speeding up and slowing down again.
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Example 5.20. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 271-80.

After this, starting in measure 284 (example 5.21), Sarasate notates a rallentando
leading up to the start of the last section, in measure 286. I think this is one place where
the music could really benefit from an exaggerated rallentando. In combination with the
crescendo that is also marked in this passage, a large ritardando here would make a very
exciting effect. It would also make clear to the listener that this is a transition to the final
section. At the end of the scale in measure 285, the tempo could come almost to a stop,
before taking off again in the following measure.

Example 5.21. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 284-85.

The last Allegro Vivo section, from measure 286 to the end, is an exciting finish
for this piece. The material here is not taken from the opera, so I think Sarasate wanted to
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come up with original music that would serve as a coda for the piece. There are scales,
arpeggios, and octaves in sixteenth notes throughout the section, and there is nothing to
break the momentum of the music as it rushes to the end. The challenge in performing
this section is the need to play extremely clear fast notes with accurate intonation. In
addition, the performers need the endurance to constantly push the tempo and create an
exciting atmosphere all the way to the end of the piece. There are many options for
pacing the accelerando through this section, but in general, I would suggest a constant
feeling of getting faster and faster. Contrary to the smaller accelerandos that I
recommended in the previous sections, this finale would be more effective with one
large, unstoppable accelerando. In keeping with Sarasate’s own style, I would suggest
that performers avoid any use of ritardando at end of the piece. On the contrary, I would
prefer to add a più mosso marking in measure 370 (example 5.22), speeding up beyond
the accelerando that has already been happening, in order to end with even more
brilliance. The ending is written in a way that the excited audience will have no doubt
that the performers are approaching the end of the piece.

Example 5.22. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 367-76.
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Notation and Interpretation
One unusual feature of some of Sarasate’s recordings is the fact that he will take a
passage that is notated as a chromatic scale, and replace it with a glissando. We don’t
know what Sarasate’s reasoning for this was, but I can think of one idea. There is a
familiar notion that performances during Sarasate’s time left more room for
improvisation and individual difference than we are familiar with today. This could be
just an example of that idea at work. For whatever reason, it is a feature of Sarasate’s
playing that we can emulate to bring another colorful effect to his music.
A good place to try this glissando effect would be in measures 47 to 49 (example
5.23), where there are continuous chromatic scales notated. This is the culmination of an
exciting build-up, as well as the end of an accelerando, so it would make sense to use
glissandos here, creating a blur of notes.

Example 5.23. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 47-55.

In Sarasate’s recording of Chopin’s Nocturne, where there are cadenza-like
sections, he improvised a new cadenza rather than follow exactly what was notated in the
music. This type of improvisation, to use the musician’s inspiration at the moment of the
performance, was common during Sarasate’s time, but has gone out of fashion today. In
order to go back to this tradition, I think it would be appropriate for a modern violinist to
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improvise in measure 210 (example 5.24), either creating something entirely new, or
making changes to Sarasate’s notated material. This would give the performer a chance to
display his or her own personality, rather than playing the chromatic scale that is notated.
It would also capture more of the improvisatory spirit that would have been a part of
Sarasate’s performances. There are many options for what material to use for the
cadenza, including new material, the selections from the opera that Sarasate already
included in the Fantasy, or some of the arias that he left out. In any case, I would suggest
keeping the cadenza fairly short, so it stays within the structure that Sarasate wrote.

Example 5.24. Sarasate, Magic Flute Fantasy, mm. 208-10.

Conclusion
There are many valid ways to interpret a piece of music, and each performer
reflects the ideas of his or her own time, but we can still learn a lot from studying the
great performers of the past. In particular, if we ignore the musical taste of the time when
a piece was composed, we are missing a valuable piece of knowledge that can help form
our interpretation. Sarasate’s recordings allow us to step back in time and see how a
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different generation of musicians sounded.2 Combining this with the accounts of
Sarasate’s contemporaries, we have a vivid picture of one of the greatest violinists in the
music history.
While a lot of work has gone into finding this picture of Sarasate’s playing, the
purpose of this research is not just to copy the way Sarasate played, but rather to come up
with new perspectives on his music, applying the style of the nineteenth century and the
spirit of Sarasate’s playing in a new way. Musical style is always evolving, and the way
we play today may seem as foreign to the listeners of the future as Sarasate’s playing
sounds to audiences today. We can never go back to the way that Sarasate played, but we
should always listen to the masters of past generations to gain new inspiration for our
own performances.
I have always enjoyed hearing violinists take on the challenges of Sarasate’s
music. Even in his most familiar pieces, it is fascinating to hear what each performer
brings to these well-known works. It is exciting to think that the future holds many more
performances, not only of Zigeunerweisen and the Carmen Fantasy, but a great number
of Sarasate’s more unfamiliar pieces as well. I sincerely hope that this research into
Sarasate’s life, performance, and compositions, might inspire many more of today’s
violinists to perform Sarasate’s music in general, and his operatic fantasies in particular. I
look forward to performing more of Sarasate’s music myself, and I think audiences will
enjoy experiencing the wide range of Sarasate’s music that is now available to us.
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Robert Philip, Early Recording and Musical Style: Changing Tastes in Instrumental
Performance, 1900–1950 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 228.
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